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LIFE AFTER  
HIGH SCHOOL
Our ASD kids hit the job market.  
Will they be ready?
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44 green home…healthy kids

As vital as it is for parents to instill 
in kids a thirst for knowledge, 
we must also be mindful of our 

children’s health at school and at home. 
Far too many school supplies contain 
dangerous chemicals that are particu-
larly harmful for kids on the autism 
spectrum, and the same can be said of 
the food served in the cafeteria. 

Maintaining your child’s mental, 
emotional, and physical fitness during 
the school year is not only essential, 
it’s feasible, whether all or just one 
of your kids requires extra attention. 
Even the most harried household can 
find a sense of order each day, as chil-
dren and parents alike find space in 
which to thrive.

BE ALERT FOR TOxIC  
SCHOOL SUPPLIES
While few things might seem more 
innocuous than a plastic lunch box, 
beware the dangers that lurk inside. If 
you haven’t heard of PVC (which stands 
for polyvinyl chloride), commit those 
three letters to memory, and avoid it 
like the plague. PVC is a toxic plas-
tic containing chemicals like phthal-
ates, lead, and cadmium, which cause 
cancer, exacerbate asthma symptoms, 
and contribute to lifelong health prob-
lems. What’s more, a 2009 study in 
the journal Neurotoxicology showed 
that children who live in homes  
with PVC flooring were more likely to 
have autism.

How can the average parent keep 
their kids prepared for school, but also 
safe? Shop for PVC-free school supplies 
that won’t contaminate your child’s 
growing body or exacerbate symptoms 
in children on the autism spectrum. 
PVC products are often labeled with the 
word “vinyl.” Additionally, the number 
“3” might appear inside the universal 
recycling symbol, or look for the letters 
“V” or “PVC” below it.

Note also that your little one’s back-
pack may have been produced us-
ing shiny plastic that contains PVC 
or lead. The lead in particular easily 
wipes onto children’s hands, and those 
hands eventually touch the food that 
goes into their mouths. Opt for canvas, 
leather, or nylon backpacks instead, or 
look for an explicit “PVC-free” label. 
Choose cloth lunch bags instead of 
plastic lunch boxes, and cardboard or 
fabric-covered binders.

Other toxins to avoid include poly-
carbonate (hard clear plastic) water 
bottles, which may contain the endo-
crine disrupting chemical bispheonal-
A. Choose stainless steel water bottles 
or plastic ones labeled “BPA-free.”

Steer clear of school supplies labeled 
as containing Microban (the trade name 
for Triclosan when used in plastics and 
clothing). This includes pencils, scis-
sors, and other common school sup-
plies. (See Find Out More.) 

EAT wELL
As any parent with a child on the au-
tism spectrum knows, controlling diet 
is often crucial to eliminating poor be-
havior, and to making sure their child 
is physically and emotionally comfort-
able. So now you’ve armed your kids 
with their non-toxic lunchbox, make 
sure the food inside it is equally free 
of harmful ingredients by packing a 
wholesome home-made lunch.

Starting the day with a nutritious 
meal—which can be as simple as a 
scrambled egg, or a container of pro-
tein-rich, nonfat yogurt—also is benefi-
cial for every kid, whether or not autism 
is a part of the picture, but according 
to the American Dietetic Association 
(ADA), nearly half of all children don’t 

think green  
For school too

DeirDre imus...
…is president and founder of The Deirdre Imus Environmental Health Center™ at 
Hackensack University Medical Center, founder of dienviro.org, a website devoted 
to environmental health, and co-founder/director of the Imus Cattle Ranch for Kids 
with Cancer. She is a New York Times best-selling author, and a frequent contributor 
to FoxNewsHealth.com, Fox Business Channel and Fox News Channel. In her quest to 
clean up the environment for our kids, Deirdre developed the award-winning Greening 
the Cleaning® program and product line, which replaces the hazardous ingredients 

commonly found in cleaning agents with non-toxic plant based ingredients. Deirdre has been the recipi-
ent of numerous awards and honors for her impact as a leader in the field of environmental health. 

You have the power to protect 
your children from poisons, in 
and out of the classroom.
B y  D e i r D r e  i m u s



green home…healthy kids 45 

eat breakfast every day. Not only has 
research shown that eating breakfast 
can improve a child’s overall nutritional 
profile, but a 2005 review by the ADA 
suggested that eating breakfast may 
also improve children’s memory, test 
scores and school attendance.

A low-sugar, low caffeine diet of 
whole foods can go a long way towards 
helping kids maintain steady energy 
and mood throughout the day. Go or-
ganic when you can (see Find Out More). 

STUDY SPACE
Few factors affect a student’s perfor-
mance in the classroom more than the 
atmosphere created in the home. Create 
a quiet space where your kids can focus 
on schoolwork—bedrooms laden with 
televisions, video games, and computers 
are not conducive to learning. Make sure 
the area is clean, gets natural light, and 
that your child has his own set of materi-
als, so he can take ownership and pride 
in this work-only domain. See Home 
Sweet Homeschool, in Issue 41, for tips on 
how to set up your child’s study space.

GET PHYSICAL
Parents should also reinforce to kids 
the value of their role in the family 
unit, particularly in children who may 
feel different throughout their lives be-
cause of a disability. Give your child on 
the autism spectrum chores you know 
he is capable of doing. A little bit of 
responsibility can go a long way to im-
proving children’s focus, behavior, and 
self-esteem when they realize they can 
accomplish a task, even if it’s something 

as trivial as mak-
ing their bed or 
drying the dishes. 

O u t s i d e  o f 
school and home, 
engaging kids in 
after-school ac-
tivities—whether 
athletic, artistic, 
or otherwise—is advantageous to par-
ent and child alike. Whether it’s just 
one or several days a week, finding an 
extracurricular program for ASD kids 
provides them with stimulation and 
consistency, while offering caregivers a 
break from looking after a special-needs 
son or daughter.

Take note of your children’s exercise 
level during the school year: are they 
moving around enough? Whether they 
participate in a school-run team sport 
or an independent league, endorse 
activity as much as possible. A study 
published earlier this year showed that 
engaging in physical activity increased 
kids’ abilities to process and concen-
trate while taking a test. 

It is equally important to encourage 
exercise in children with autism, 30 
percent of whom are overweight, ac-
cording to a 2010 study in the journal 
BMC Pediatrics. While joining a team 
with higher-functioning kids might not 
be an option, experts have found that 
swimming tends to be a comforting 
activity for this population. Also, setting 
up a treadmill in front of a television is 
a motivating factor because your child 
can watch a favorite television show or 
movie while working out. 

BACK TO BASICS!
These time-tested, back-to-basics ap-
proaches should help every child in your 
home thrive and stay healthy during the 
school year. 

Chemicals in Clothing

In August 2011, a Greenpeace report indicated that non-
ylphenol ethoxylates (NPEs) were detected in two-thirds 
of clothing samples from popular brands like Adidas, Ab-
ercrombie & Fitch, and Converse. NPEs break down into 
hormone-disrupting chemicals that can cause reproductive 
problems, diabetes, and thyroid disease. For a list of stores 
and brands selling clean, nontoxic clothing, and all other sorts 
of supplies, check out CHEJ’s annual Back to School Guide to 
PVC-Free School Supplies (see Find Out More). 

3 easy lunch & snack ideas

	 Send your kids off to school with a small, whole avocado and some all-natural, 
whole grain crackers: they can easily cut the avocado open with a plastic knife, 
scoop it out with a spoon, and spread on top of the healthy crackers.

	 Prepare a sandwich of sweet organic pickle, sauerkraut and mustard on gluten 
free bread. Believe it or not, this is a yummy, crunchy, sweet and sour snack 
that will curb hunger and keep kids alert between meals.

	 As a treat, throw in a few pieces of raw cacao chocolates from the organic, vegan 
brand Gnosis Chocolate (www.gnosischocolate.com). You’ll find it in most local 
health food stores. Goji raw chocolates are also a perfect snack—they’re loaded 
with antioxidants, minerals and provide both a satisfying taste and crunch.

FIND OUT MORE

 CHEJ Back to School Guide to PVC-Free 
School Supplies can be downloaded at 
http://bit.ly/nHn4vo.

 Pesticides A factsheet on triclosan can be 
downloaded at an be downloaded at http://
bit.ly/qAL6gr. For a list of the 12 most heavily 
sprayed fruits and vegetables go to http://
bit.ly/mc6ueb


